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BHARATIYA VIDYA BHAVAN 
BOMBAY 


ABHIMANYU-UPAKHYANA AND THE UNKNOWN EPISODE 
RE: ABHIMANYU’S PREVIOUS LIFE 


By Dr. M. R. MAJMUDAR 


The Mahabharata has been studied from many points of view; Linguistic, historical, 
geographical and philosophical; and much learning has been brought to bear upon this great 
subject. It is also equally important to attempt to trace the growth and development of the 
legends and themes which have gone to the making of the great epic. If it were possible to 
sift out from the huge mass of Indian Epic poetry, as we now possess it in the various recensions 
of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, those old stories and legends which must have been 
living for a long time in the mouth of the people before they were collected, enlarged and dressed 
up by later hands, a rich mine of information would be opened for the ancient times of India. 
The various recensions of the text of Mahabharata are usually those that are handed down to 
us with interpolations and additions which smell of local colouring and betray some sort of 
regional folklore. 


The object of this paper is to introduce the episode of Abhimanyu existing in the 
form of an Upikhydna. Though this cannot be traced to the original corpus of the Maha- 
bharata! it is however found to be widely current in Western India, especially in Gujarata 
and Rajaputané. So much so that a Sanskrit Ms. of Abhimanyu-Upakhyana has been traced 
from the Baroda Oriental Institute collection, extending to 20 adhyayas with about 1100 anustup 
verses. (No. 9078 ) 


The episode about Abhimanyu’s previous birth as a demon is neither traceable to the 
original Drona parva nor to the vernacular recensions of the Mahabharata either in Marathi 
Hindi or Bengali. However, it is successively referred to in Gujarati AkhyG@nas about Abhimanyu, 
from early 1th century A. D., down to the middle of the 19th century A. D. Could the episode be 
ascribed to Jaimini’s version of the Mahabharata, which indulges in many additions of legends and 
folklore as is in evidence in his extant ASvamedhika Paiva? No other Parvas of the Mahabharaia 
by Jaimini have, however, been traced so far. The late D. B. K. H. Dhruva had mentioned to 
have come across a Ms. of Svargarohana Parva by Jaimini. If by chance, his Drona’ Parva 
were to come to light we may expect to find some reference to the previous birth-episode of 
Abhimanyu. 


The episode owes its creation to a rare sense of poetic justice as we feel at the 
end of the poem that after all, it was good that the demon in Abhimanyu after having been 
turned to good account by getting several leaders of the enemy’s camp, killed at his hands 
ultimately was not allowed to live, grow strong and be a menace to the Pandava party. While 
borrowing the plot of the main incident from the Mahabharata the author of the Abhimanyu 
Upakhyana faithfully adheres to the dogma of incarnation and the Vaisnava cult inseparably 
worked up in the original. Agreeably to this, Visnu born as Krsna destroys the enemical Demon 
in open fight. His son Ayalocana, however, is not so fairly dealt with. Krsna kills him, not 
in a battle; for that could free himtrom re-birth. But he was destined to fight the unrighteous 
Kauravas, and work havoc among them as Abhimanyu. So the incarnate God plays the crafty’ 
man, and getting the giant into an adamantine chest stifles him to death. “ The murdered 
Ayalocana is reborn as Krsna’s nephew. So the latter brings about his death secretly in a way 
known to him only. 


The personality of Krsna whether working openly or secretly, is always before us, 
throughout the poem, though it is less in evidence than that of Abhimanyu who is technically the 


1 “There is no reference to the story anywhere in the whole of the Mahabharata, No Ms. 
of Dronaparva shows any reference to the story in question. Abhimanyu is consistently called 
Varcas, Son of Soma, who finally goes to his father.” 

; From a letter dated 16-11-43 of Prof. P. K. Gode, Curator B.O.R.JI. Poona in consulta: 
tion with the Supervisor of the Mah&bharata Department. 
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hero. Asa matter of fact, the only characters that interest us strongly are Abhimanyu and Krsna. 
Next to them come the princess Uttara and queen Subhadra. The Mahabharata and the Puranas 


reveal Krsna to us as a man, Certainly not eminently good, but a crafty chief who is not overscru- 
pulous in his choice of means for accomplishing his ends. 


According to Mahabharata, Adi Parva, chapter 221, Abhimanyu, son of Arjuna by « 
Subhadra, was the Somaputra Varcas in his previous birth. From the day of his birth he was 
found to be dauntless, arousing fear in others, and of an irritable disposition. Brahma had ordered 
all the Devas to be born in this world in Ansa form in order to free the earth from all fear. At 
that time Soma ( the moon ) while deputing his dearest son Varcas to this world had declared that” 
he will not be able to brook the separation of his darling for a very long time. Accordingly he had 
stipulated that Varcas shall return after a life of .16 years only.2 (Adi, Adh.67) In the Maha- 
bharata fight, Drona had managed to engage Arjuna against the SamSaptaka force, in order that 
the other Pandavas can be defeated in no time. At this juncture, Drona manoevoured the Kaurava 
forces in the celebrated Cakru-vyaha form. Yudhisthira was at his wits’ end, as he could not 
find out a competent man to be in command, who could pierce through the Cakravyaha. The 
gallant Abhimanyu came to his rescue, depending on all further help from the powerful Bhima, as 
he only knew the way of ingress. Abhimanyu, however, boldly enough, created a breach in the 
hostile ranks, and gave a brave front to the veteran generals of the Kaurava forces; but in the heat 
of his onward rush, Bhima whose march was checked by Jayadratha had been led away from 
him. Thus Abhimanyu was left alone to his fate to fight single-handed against the gallaxy of tried 
generals, Abhimanyu, however, showed the excellent stuff he was made up of ; but being fatigued 
and wounded, was slain by the son of DuhSdsana (Drona Adh. 34-39). He was dearest both to 
Krsna and to Balarama. He left Uttara the daughter of Virataraja with an embryo, who was born 
as Pariksit the only living remnant of both the Kaurava and the Pandava families at the end of 
the Mahabharata war. 


The Mahabharata narrative of Abhimanyu’s worldly career, as noticed above in short, 
leaves one mourning at the sad lot of Abhimanyu, who met with rather an untimely, though 
glorious death under exasperating circumstances. One would have wished Bhima to be beside him 
in his forward march, and help him to get out successfully of the Cakravyaha atthe end of the 
fight, during the absence of Arjuna, the most powerful of all the Pandavas. But as ill-luck 
could have it, Krsna, Subhadra, Arjuna, and Uttara were left in deep mourning by Abhimanyu! 


The unknown author of the independent poem-Upakhyana has, however, tacked the 
story on the original source of the incident which occurs in the Drona Parva of the Mahabharata 
in order to arouse confidence and reverence for it in the heart of his readers. He has accordingly 
not preferred to call it an independent poem, but has arranged it in the usual form of a dialogue 
between the king Janmejaya, the grandson of Abhimanyu and the sage VaiSampadyana. The 
unknown author of the Upakhyana occasionally mentions the river Sabhramati (modern Sabarmati) 
in the benedictory verses, which help us to locate the composition of the episode, somewhere in 
Central Gujarata. The copy that is available to us is not even a century old; however, it must 
have been copied from some other original. Because it will be too much to imagine that somebody 
might have narrated the episode in Sanskrit from some Vernacular source. The style of the 
Upakhyana is simple, racy and very much reminiscent of the great epic. The contents of each of 
the twenty adhydyas of the Upakhyana can be gathered froin the short titles given at the end. 


The story, in brief, of the epilogue linking up the birth of Abhimanyr with his previous 
birth is as follows:— 


Child Ayalocana while playing with little children was tormenting and beating them. 
One boy, being very much ill-treated one day gave himataunt. “Why do you torment us? If you 
are very strong, why not avenge your father’sdeath?” At this, Ayalocana ran to his mother and 
entreated her to tell everything about his father and his ultimate end. The mother most 


1 Encyclopaedia of Religion and Ethics-Vol. 7, pp. 193-197; Prof. Jacobi’s article on 
Incarnation (Indian) 
2 “Jn the Mbh. heroic genealogy, Varcas, part of Soma becomes Abhimanyu (lives 16 years, 


corresponding to the 16 days of the bright moon)’—Section on Soma in the Epic Mythology by 
E. W. Hopkins, p. 91 (1915) ‘ 
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unwillingly narrated how Visnu xilled the boy’s father in an epen fight, putting his capital to fire, 
at which she had to make good her escape to her father’s house when the boy was in her womb. 
The posthumously born Ayalocana on hearing this, there and then took a vow to avenge his 
father’s death. The mother dissuaded him from such a rash undertaking; as she said, hostilities 
with powerful Krsna who had killed powerful Kamsa and Sicupala, would be of no avail. The 
boy, however, persisted, to whom the mother ultimately advised to appease God Siva, who would 
bestow him with great prowess. Ayalocana went to a solitary place, practised penance and 
succeeded after six months in pleasing Siva to grant, a boon. When asked as to what his 
cswire was, the boy begged of Siva to be made immortal. And Siva would have granted him this 
boon unwittingly, had Parvati not intervened. So Siva checked himself and told him; ‘I know 
what is in your mind; you want to fight Visnu. You will not be hurt by any weapon; and your 
death will happen without any thrust of a weapon.” Ayalocana jumped in joy at this boon, be- 
lieving that he would not be defeated in any fight, and would meet death in the normal course. 
Ayalocana got a big iron-clad chest prepared at the hands of Maya, the architect of the 
Daityas, who took six months to prepare it. With that Vajra-pafijara (iron-chest}) Ayalocana 
started for Dwarka to fight Krsna and then, seizing him, to stifle him to death by putting 
him in the chest. Krsna having known this, met the boy on way in the form of an old 
Brahmin, crying. The boy, on inquiry was pleased to identity him as his family-preceptor, 
who was mourning the loss of his Yajamana, the boy’s father. The old man asked the 
boy, about his plans to avenge his father’s death. The boy, being off his guard at the 
sympathising words of the old man, confided the whole thing to him and told him that 
the chest was meant for Krsna. The old man, then advised Ayalocana to ascertain if Krsna 
would be contained in it. At this, the boy requested him further to tell the dimensions of Krsna. 
The crafty old man assured him that Krsna was slender and tiny, if the boy could get in the chest, 
then Krsna would surely be contained. A trial of this was then suggested and when Ayalocana 
got in the chest, Krsna in the guise of the old man, shut the door tight, to the utrer dismay and 
embarrassment of Ayalocana. When after many entreaties the old man would not open the door of 
the chest, Ayalocana felt that some fraud was,being perpetrated on him. But, then, it was too late 
to mend. Ayalocana made great efforts to break open the chest through sheer force; the chest 
was lifted to the sky and came down with acrash, but to no effect. He was gasping for breath 
and was soon stifled to death. Krsna then arranged to carry the chest to his residence, and 
placed it secretly under Subhadra’s -care. The wives of Sri Krsna out of sheer curiosity wanted 
the secret to be divulged as to the content of the chest. Subhadra, who was then carrying, was 
prevailed upon by Satyabhama, Rukmini and others to open and to have a look at it for a While. 
When the door was opened, they were shocked to see a dead body with eyes and mouth wide open. 
But the ghost of Ayalocana that was hovering round the body got in through Subhadra’s mouth, 
planning great mischief to Krsna through his sister Subhadra. After everything was arranged 
as before in the chést, and all had left, Subhadra got such acute pain in the stomach that Krsna 
had to be informed of it. Krsna got the whole story about the opening of the chest; and was 
constrained to attribute the pain to that incident. The denion was seeking a chance to wreak his 
doubled vengeance. The demon prevented the birth of the embryo, causing much pain. Subhadra 
had to be humoured in this predicament by telling her the story about the magical spiral array. 
Subhadra felt a bit relieved by the narration and fell asleep, when the demon in the womb, 
wanting to know the complete secret about ihe ingress and egress of the Cakravyiha, began to give 
a sound, showing that the story was followed by her. Krsna noticing a change in the tone of the 
sound, found that Subhadra was fast asleep and that the sound was coming from the womb. 
Krsna then cut short the narretive and left the place. The demon then thought fit to be born, 
thereafter known as Abhimanyu, whose partial knowledge of breaking the spiral array was 
going to be of great help to the Pandavas’ army in the absence of Arjuna. 


Such is the interesting epilogue of the Abhimanyu-Upakhyana which leads the reader to 
believe that it was after all well-destined by God that Abhimanyu could not survive the Mahabha- 
Tata war; because in that case, he would not have missed to wreak vengeance on Krsna. 


The story contained inthe Upakhydna, coming as it does from Western India, is very 
popular in Gujarati literature. So much so that it has been handed down to us in succession, with 
Slight additions. All the poets who have written about Abhimanyu,—Dehala (early 15th century, 
Nakara (16th century), Tapidasa (mid 17th century), Premananda (late 17th century ), Lajjarama 
(late 18th century) and Revagankara (late 19th century)—have drawn upon the Sanskrit episode as 
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their main stay, the value of their individual performance varying with each poét’s diction, fancy 
and imagination. A remarkable quantity of Gujarati folk-songs, ballads and dirges by unknowa 
authors are also met with, dealing with one or the other incident from the story, reminiscent of 
the Sanskrit original. These folk songs are collected in an Appendix tv my critical edition of 
Tapidasa’s Abhimanyu akhyana, published in 1925. 


” 


An attempt is made in the following paragraphs to give an idea as to how a classical 
Gujarati author has treated the story. Premananda’s ‘Abhimanyu Akhydna’ is a heroic poem in 54 
cantos. It opens with a very brief sketch by Vaisampayana relating to Janamejaya, how Abhimanyu 
was slain in his gallant attempt to break the so-called spiral array (Cakravynha ) of the Kauravas. 
The ruyal listener could not understand why the Almighty Krsna let his nephew die so sad and 
untimely a death. 


This gives the pvet an occasiun to give at full length the account of the previous birth of 
Abhimanyu as Ahilocana (‘Ayalocana’ of the Sanskrit episode). The episode takes up cantos 
2-13, and forms the most interesting section of the poem. Cantos 14-33 narrate the birth 
of Abhimanyu; his marrizsge with the Matsya_ princess Uttara, and its comsummation 
on the eve of the battle. Then comes the description charging the Kaurava army arrayed 
in the form of an intricate maze of seven curves. He successfully fought his way through 
six of them But in his attempt to force the seventh curvilinear array he was overpowered and 
killed by six Kaurava leaders, nefariously conspiring to entrap him. Cantoes 34-45 are occupied 
with the narration of the gallant fighting. Inthe remaining cantoes, the poet tells us how his 
death was bitterly avenged. 


Such isthe summary of the stirring nzrrative as utilised by Premananda. It naturally 
divides itself into five parts. First comes the introduction. It is followed by the episode of 
Ayalocana. Then there is the intermediary section, bringing up the narrative to Abhimanyu’s 
march to fight the Kauravas. The succeeding section describes the combat of Abhimanyu and his 
death. The poem concludes with an account of the terrible retribution and revenge. Of these 
five sections, the first is very cleverly executed. While preparing the audience for the episode of 
Ayalocana, it reminds us of the prelude (Praustavana) in the Sanskrit drama. One may even go 
farther and say that it forms the key to the whole poem as conceived by the unknown author of 
this episode. Though apparently Abhimanyu is made the hero of the Akhyana, behind him looms 
large the figure of Krsna as God incarnate, directing the destinies of the world in the best interests 
of the righteous. This secund section is a prologue of the poem prover. But the story of 
Ahilocana is not amere episode that can conveniently be dropped. The original author of this 
story, whoever he might have been, has artistically made it an integral part of the nurrative. The 
third section in Premananda’s poem, in spite of the many beautiful passages which it contains, is con- 
fessedly out of harmony with the prevailing Viva sentiment which characterises the 2nd and the 4th 
sections. The celebration of the pregnancy of Subhadra and the marriage of Abhimanyu are topics 
which the poet would have done well not to indulge in at greatlength. The fourth section‘is more 
descriptive than dramatic. Had the poet unstintedly treated us with the spirited speeches of 
combatants rather than with the conventional commonplace description of the combatants, we 
should have as much relished them as we do Humer’s. The fifth section forms an epilogue to 
the poem, and as such, it is necessarily brief. 


The prevalence of the traditional episode regarding Abhimanyu’s previous birth in 
several Gujarati versions from Western India need nor be further dilated upon. ‘he discovery of 
this material is, however, likely to be useful at a time when the critical edition of the Drona pene 
is yet to be taken on hand.!_ Its interest for the folklorist is also unforgettable. 


1 Dr. S. K. De who has undertaken to edit the Drona Parva, under the auspices of the 
Committee for the Critical Edition of the Mahabharata, informs me ‘that he has not so far come 
across the incident about Abhimanyu’s previous birth in any of the Mss. of the Drona Parva. 


